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Sarah Rhodes and Sam McCarty
Introduction to Rhetoric
14 May 2020
Being There, and Not: On-Campus Rituals of Autonomy
As everyone knows, liberal arts colleges constantly emphasize the importance of
residential life. After all, Rebecca Chopp, the president of Swarthmore College, asserts that
residential life is central to the college experience because “residential liberal arts colleges
cultivate a moral and civic character in students in terms of both their individual choices and
their contribution to the common good” (Chopp 14). Pragmatically, it can be difficult to see how
an environment in which a bunch of college kids fling ping pong balls into red solo cups
‘cultivates a moral and civic character’. Recently, the Coronavirus pandemic and the resulting
rapid shift to online learning has resulted in the loss of several rituals that we have come to
expect as an academic year comes to a close. According to journalist Jack Stripling, “academic
life now follows an unfamiliar path, devoid of the usual signposts. It is jarring not just for
students, but also for professors, who have grown accustomed to an existence punctuated by
predictable ceremony, unfolding in semesters” (Stripling 2). However, the rituals we value on
campus extend much further than events like Rotblatt, Sproncert, and Commencement.
Autonomy itself has become a daily ritual we value on campus. A crucial aspect of the
residential college experience is autonomy and the authority to use our time however we wish.
The rituals of a college campus are drastically different from the rhythms of home life;
most notably, the rituals of campus life revolve much more around autonomy. As we have both
noted, the transition from campus life back to home life this spring has generated a significant
shift in what is expected from us in terms of independence and self-sufficiency. This shift has

Rhodes and McCarty 2

been particularly jarring because of all of the aspects of the college experience that take place
outside of the classroom. According to journalist James Lang for the Chronicle of Higher
Education, “for many… students, especially at residential colleges and universities, classroom
learning forms only a part of the college experience” (Lang 2). Lang makes the case that living at
home deprives students of many valuable lessons outside of the classroom such as living on their
own, participating in extracurricular activities, and developing relationships with their peers. Our
experiences support Lang’s sentiment that the social implications of online learning are at least
as disruptive- if not more so- to our education as the academic implications of online classes.
Beyond Lang’s argument, though, lies an important distinction between the ritual of autonomy
on a college campus as opposed to the rituals of home life. Specifically, college campuses are
conducive to self-exploration and growth whereas family life is characterized by each person’s
contribution to the household.
The emphasis that residential college life places on autonomy becomes apparent from
students’ first days on campus. For most college students, the first week on campus marks a
major change in their lives. These eighteen-year-old students are, for the first time, living on
their own out from under the reign of their parents. As college students in our first year on
campus, we reveled in our freedom and the chance to focus on our lives; our academics and our
relationships with peers were our priorities and we spent very little time thinking about anything
else. This new freedom was fun, but also somewhat intimidating and stressful. Fall term became
an adjusting period as we quickly normalized the additional control over our own lives and fell
into routines. However, adjusting to this major shift in everyday life- and everyday rituals of
autonomy- was not a seamless transition for most students and each term offered different
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challenges. In the case of many Carleton students, the switch to online classes came right as they
were finding their groove of living away from home.
When students first attend college, they suddenly do not have to run their ideas by anyone
and or worry about repercussions for things like staying out late, drinking, or procrastinating.
This ability to do what they want when they want is often novel and exciting in the beginning for
first year students, but soon becomes a responsibility that they have to deal with maturely.
College has become a time of transitioning from childhood to adult life for many students. It is
an intermediate step between being taken care of by one's parents and completely living on one's
own. When students attend college from home, they lose this transition period and therefore may
not be as ready for living in their own apartments after moving out from their parents’ homes. In
our case, we have noticed that returning home is strange because we lose a lot of the autonomy
that we had just grown used to having.
We have noticed that the autonomy we had on campus actually led us to be more
productive than we have been at home, which has surprised us. Before we had settled into the
routine of online learning, we assumed that since we could dedicate so much more time to our
studies at home, we would be much more productive and therefore successful off campus.
However, when we reflect on our time on campus, we realize that we used our time more
productively there. Even when we were not studying, we felt like we were getting the full value
of our time. Our free time, although it was more limited on campus, was spent more productively
and in more entertaining ways. Studying with our friends meant that we spent much more time
studying because it was more fun; even if we sometimes got distracted, we were more motivated
to work hard academically. Much of this academic motivation actually stemmed from our
independence and autonomy on campus. When we were surrounded by students who actively

Rhodes and McCarty 4

chose to devote time to studying even though they had the ability to spend their time however
they wished, we found ourselves doing the same. In addition to being elevated by the people we
surround ourselves with, we found that the responsibility that came with the autonomy forced us
to make mature decisions about how to spend our time.
On campus, we had routines and rituals that guided our everyday lives, but there was also
an aspect of spontaneity that we valued; this spontaneity is clearly a component of autonomy.
Our ability to spend our time how we wish- and to change our own plans with immediacy and
without consultation- has become valuable to us. At college, our weeks were structured by class
sessions, orchestra rehearsals, and ultimate frisbee and broomball practices. We ate meals with
friends, studied with them for several hours a day, and we (naturally) spent a lot of time having
fun together as well. The spontaneity of campus life is something that we did not necessarily
think about or appreciate while we were there, but we have come to recognize that it is important
to the residential college experience. For example, we would run into friends every day on
campus- at LDC, on the way to class, in the libe, at Sayles- practically everywhere. Now, though,
these casual daily interactions have ceased to exist and we have no unplanned conversations with
other Carls. We have noticed that these seemingly trivial daily interactions actually helped us
feel more connected to our community as a whole. Therefore, the autonomy that was so clearly
conducive to spontaneity was a crucial aspect of our residential college experience.
Our heightened senses of familial obligation while living at home have deteriorated our
senses of autonomy; as a result, we have a newfound appreciation for the autonomy that campus
life provides. One of the most significant differences between life on campus and life at home,
we have noted, is that there is a stronger sense of obligation at home, particularly to our families.
A typical week at Carleton for us included, at the most, one phone call home and a few texts
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exchanged with our siblings and parents. We would occasionally check in with our family
members to ask for advice or hear about updates in their lives, and update them about ours.
When we were on campus, we were free of most obligations to family: daily chores, maintaining
certain family dynamics, asking for permission before hanging out with friends, et cetera. Now,
though, as opposed to being able to control how much time we spend talking with family
members, we have forced daily interactions with family. The lack of choice in this area of our
lives has deteriorated the independence and autonomy we have come to value and expect.
Our experiences this term have shaped how we think about and value life at Carleton,
especially the autonomy that was inherent on campus and has since become much less prominent
in our lives. We have come to value the rituals of autonomy that are central to life on campus, as
opposed to the family-centered rituals of home life. This realization will continue to shape our
experiences at Carleton. While we can only speak to our own experiences, we imagine that other
Carls as well as other college students across the country have similarly come to appreciate the
role that autonomy plays on residential college campuses, and on the development of ‘moral and
civic character’.
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